explain the death of Arkansas' only nineteenth-century socialist colony, the Harmonial Vegetarian Society of Benton County. To supplement our primary sources we will offer as a comparison model another American communal settlement whose membership and practices appear remarkably similar to those of the Harmonial Vegetarian Society. However, before we begin our reconstruction we must examine the histories produced by previous writers and the single account on which they have based their inquiries.
Some of the most valuable tools for the Arkansas local historian, and at the same time the most unreliable, are the county histories issued by the Goodspeed Publishing Company of Chicago between 1889 and 1891. The Goodspeed histories are valuable because they contain a wealth of information about early Arkansas settlers which is available from no other source. But that is precisely why they are such a danger to the historian: without any substantiating source, much of the Goodspeed sketches must be accepted on faith alone and, in the case of the Harmonial Vegetarian Society, there has been no shortage of true believers.
Briefly summarized, the anonymously-written Goodspeed account states that after its inception in 1860, the Harmonial Vegetarian Society flourished on a tract of 500 acres in western Benton County, Arkansas. The vegetarians held all property in common, renounced marriage by choosing mates by lot, and considered all of the members' children to be the offspring of the society as a whole. They lived together in a huge three-story building equipped with indoor plumbing supplied by a hydraulic ram. Within the main building the members operated a hospital and school, while other structures were erected on the property for a store, a blacksmith shop, a spring house, a grist mill, and a printing office where, for about a year, they published a newspaper called the Theocrat. Aside from advocating a completely vegetarian diet in their newspaper and offering medical services for pay within their hospital, the hardworking colonists had little to do with the outside world, even going so far as to dress in distinctive attire such as "bloomer" skirts for women and what observers called the "Quaker style" for men. After a lif espan of four years, the Harmonial Vegetarian Society disbanded, sold off its assets, and distributed the proceeds among its members. The Goodspeed account also adds that the vegetarians' buildings were used intermittently by the armies during the Civil War and that all were burned shortly before the end of hostilities.2
The Goodspeed version of the Harmonial Vegetarian Society stood unchallenged for over fifty years until E. L. Rudolph questioned the story in an article published in the Arkansas Historical Quarterly. Evidence he found in the Benton County deed records established 1861 as the year the Harmonial Vegetarian Society broke up rather than 1864 as the previous story had indicated.3
In spite of Rudolph's revision, at least four other accounts of the Harmonial Vegetarian Society have appeared in print since 1956 which again paraphrase, and sometimes even plagiarize, the Goodspeed article.4 This repetition has been unnecessary, for the vegetarians left many footprints outside of Goodspeed which have been available to researchers for decades. These sources, along with two letters acquired in 1982 by the Special Collections division of the University of Arkansas Libraries, are the scattered "bones" with which the history of the Harmonial Vegetarian Society can be reconstructed, with the Oneida Community of New York serving as our comparison "skeleton."
Long before northwest Arkansas became a haven for the Harmonial Vegetarian Society, another group of Utopian idealists banded together at Putney, Vermont, under the leadership of John Humphrey Noyes. A Yale-educated preacher, Noyes had in 1834 developed a theory of "Christian Perfectionism," that combined the belief that the second coming of Christ had already occurred with the notion that man, through a profound "inner illumination," could achieve perfectibility on earth and establish the kingdom of heaven free from sin. He also preached the rejection of conventional marriage, arguing that "in the kingdom of heaven, the institution of marriage which assigns the exclusive possession of one woman to one man does not exist."5 Eventually Noyes built on this premise to justify a system that he called "complex marriage," but that others have called "free love."
Noyes attracted a group of followers known as the Perfectionists after establishing a bible school at Putney. Initially the Perfectionists maintained separate households, but gradually they came to live together in homes owned by Noyes and his sisters. By 1846 the sect had formed a communal living association and established a constitution which detailed its intention to share all property in common and practice complex marriage. Not surprisingly, neighboring farmers and townfolk considered the group's unconventional ideas about matrimony unpalatable and, when Noyes added a form of faith healing to his activities, he found himself under court indictment for morality violations. isolated area where they hoped to establish their kingdom of heaven without outside interference. They lived together in a huge mansion equipped with a library, central meeting area, and private sleeping quarters. Children lived separately from adults, supervised by colonists assigned to the task, and were considered to be the offspring of the entire membership. In addition to their unusual marriage arrangements, the Oneida Community instituted a system of mutual criticism sessions which replaced conventional medical treatment for sick members who believed that faith alone would cure them.7 Women ostensibly enjoyed equal status with men, adopting short haircuts and a style of "bloomer" skirt to ease their movements in performing non-traditional work roles.8 While they theoretically rejected the outside world, the Oneida Perfectionists were careful to maintain cordial relationships with their neighbors in order to avoid another confrontation as well as to improve their economic situation. Peddling became an acceptable means of income for the group and the manufacture of goods for public consumption also fed the community's treasury. One of their most successful products in the 1850s proved to be animal traps,9 and although they began a flirtation with the concept of a vegetarian diet in 1855, it does not appear to be a result of overwhelming sympathy for animal life.10 A year after the Oneida Community began its vegetarian experimentation someone placed an unusual solicitation in Charles W. Dana's guide for prospective western immigrants, The Garden of the World; or, The Great West. On the last page of the chapter devoted to "Kanzas," interested parties were requested by a group calling itself the "Vegetarian Settlement Company" to contact its New York City agent, George Walker, Esq. The advertisement also stated the company's objectives, which included: the establishment, in the centre of the United States, of a permanent home for vegetarians ... the concerted action of vegetarians so associated to be used for the establishment of a system of direct dealing, supplying the production of the soil of the best quality direct from the producers to the consumers, without the enormous profits of speculators and retailers coming between these respective parties.11
The mysterious settlement company also announced that it intended to "call public attention to the subject of a vegetarian diet" in a manner that could not be accomplished by a "mere theoretic movement."12 The Vegetarian Settlement Company's objectives seem similar to the Oneida Community's socialistic economy and it is entirely possible that some former Perfectionists were behind the solicitation. Regardless of who placed the advertisement, it does not appear that Kansas Territory, which had a low tolerance for experimental lifestyles, ever saw the establishment of their community. It is possible that the people who joined the Vegetarian Settlement Company found another location in northwest Arkansas with the "rich soil, salubrious climate, and pure water" they desired.
One of the organizers of the Vegetarian Settlement Company could have been Doctor James E. Spencer, a thirty-five year old Connecticut physician at the time the advertisement appeared in The Great West. Dr. Spencer may also have been a former member of Noyes's Perfectionist sect. Branches of the Oneida Community were established by 1852 in both Spencer's home state and in New Jersey, the birthplace of his wife.13 Perhaps he became attracted to the Oneida group's beliefs but declined to join due to its rejection of conventional medical practice. All we can say with certainty is that in 1857 Spencer moved to Arkansas and purchased a large tract of land at a place he named "Harmony Springs" in Benton County.14 A sect of "Reform Christians" who emphasized a vegetarian lifestyle also settled on the doctor's property that year and he became their spokesman. Almost everything we know about Dr. Spencer comes from his published statements in the Arkansas press. It is an unfortunate loss to Benton County history that no issues from its antebellum newspaper appear to have survived. Due to the common frontier editor's practice of clipping articles from exchange papers, we are at least able to consult the columns of the Fayetteville Ar\ansian to follow the first public controversy involving the group that was to become the Harmonial Vegetarian Society.
In April, 1859, the entire membership of the Reform Christian Church (also described as "vegetarians" in the Ar\ansian) was accused in the Benton County court of the crime of sabbath breaking. Represented by Fayetteville attorney William D. Reagan, the defendants explained that they considered "every day alike holy unto the Lord" but in order to conform to the local custom they set aside portions of the first and fifth days of the week for meditation and prayer. Even though Dr. Following its defense of the vegetarians, the Ar\ansian published a letter from Dr. Spencer thanking the editor and correcting a "few unintentional errors."18 Spencer described his group as a community as well as a church and detailed the tenets of its faith. According to the doctor, the vegetarians believed that God was composed of immortal principles, and that the presence of these principles in the mind of man, with "their perceptive predominance . . . over the lower elements" of his nature, made him as an immortal being. Accordingly, the vegetarians rejected the concept of salvation by faith and insisted that their own efforts would result in eternal life. After Spencer's brief summary of the vegetarians' beliefs, he added that the judgment of the Benton County court had been stayed and that certain "other indictments" had been thrown from the court.19
Dr. Spencer's description of his followers' beliefs is very similar to the Perfectionist theology practiced by the Oneida Community. The rejection of salvation by faith, the emphasis on works, and the affirmation of man's status as an immortal due to his adherence to a certain lifestyle can all be found in the writings of John Humphrey Noyes.
What is missing to complete the comparison is any mention of the Arkansas sect's practice of communal marriage. It is logical to assume that if the Harmony Springs vegetarians had followed the lead of the Oneida Community in the area of matrimony, Benton County officials would have charged them with far more serious crimes than working on Sundays. Aside from Spencer's hint about "other indictments," the Ar\ansian is silent on the subject. In fact, no evidence on the vegetarians' practice of marriage can be found, which casts doubt on the claims of the Goodspeed article and subsequent writers who have gone so far as to claim that the group practiced "free love."20 Perhaps the absence of testimony on the Arkansas group's marriage practice is due to the chron- Rachael's letter dated 17 and 18 of Aug. came to hand this morning. I was glad to hear of their being allowed to take their property with them, which is more than I expected from the tenor of circumstances, and but for the kind feelings of Mr. Adair it would have been as was anticipated by me -but none of us can tell the future -if it had appeared probable to me that permission would be given them to take their stock and teams with them I should have been the last to skedaddle, but knowing the lives of the female portions of the family were as safe as could be expectedand that was safe enough -and also being better acquainted with Powel and his neighbors than any of the rest of you, I knew that arrest of my person was liable at any time, and wishing to be a participator in the active events about to transpire instead of a prisoner is the reason of my leaving as was done by me. . . . bethought me that I had taken the daughters degree in masonry. I had forgotten it entirely. When I made the fact known to Mr. Adair, I was soon released.46
It is possible to reconstruct the demise of the Harmonial Vegetarian Society on the basis of these two letters. The arrival of Captain Gratiot's contingent, the heated accusations of hostile neighbors, the arrest of the Utopians, and their final release due to the efforts of a few friendly civilians are all mentioned. Without corroborating evidence, however, these events must be considered only as possibilities and, unless other testimony comes to light, details of the Society's death will remain unknown.
In the final analysis, these last fragments from the Society's skeleton leave unanswered a larger question regarding the vegetarians. If the war had not interfered, would the Harmonial Vegetarian Society have been able to build itself into a stronger community along the lines of the Perfectionists at Oneida and survive ? Maybe it is enough to point out that Arkansas did not see any other socialist commune for the remainder of the nineteenth century. When the vegetarians left the state in 1861 they carried their dream of Utopia with them.
